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µ7KRURXJKO\ &KLQHVH¶ 5HYHDOLQJ WKH SODQWV of the +RQJ PHUFKDQWV¶ JDUGHQV WKURXJK -RKQ
%UDGE\%ODNH¶VSDLQWLQJV 
Josepha Richard (1st), Jan Woudstra (2d) 
 
John Bradby BODNH¶VSDLQWLQJV should be admired for their sophisticated arrangement 
of accurate botanical features and vivid colouring, but they have a greater significance than 
just their artistic value. They not only represent a range of plants previously unknown to the 
west, but the majority also reveal a range of plants grown in the gardens of Chinese in 
Guangzhou (Canton): therefore they provide a precious insight into a thus far relatively 
neglected topic in Chinese garden history, namely the cultivation of plants in gardens.1 This 
paper identifies one of the gardens from which the plants depicted might have come, and 
looks at how plants were used and appreciated in their Chinese context. 
 
Contextualising -RKQ%UDGE\%ODNH¶VVWD\LQ&KLQD 
In order to obtain the Chinese plants he painted in the 1760-70s, we know that Blake 
had to rely on a network of Chinese gardeners and merchants. To put such a task into context, 
Blake visited China during the Canton Trade or System period (1757-1842), when Western 
European and North American visitors to China - hereafter designated by as µ:HVWHUQHUs¶± 
were only allowed to visit the southern cities of Guangzhou (Canton) and Macao. 2 When 
Blake left for China, he did so as a supercargo for the East India Company, although he had 
additional ambitions such as his painting project. Throughout the Canton Trade period, 
Western merchants wanting to make business with China were also obliged to use specific 
intermediaries during their transactions: the Hong merchants, whom were among the 
wealthiest of Guangzhou merchant elite. 3 If they managed to avoid bankruptcy, the Hong 
merchants could make fortunes from both the Western trade and the East Asia trade (or Junk 
Trade), fortune which was partially spent by providing luxurious living conditions for their 
family, such as residences with gardens, and buying an official rank.4  
                                                 
1
 This remark is mostly valid for publications in Western languages, a notable exception being the work of 
Georges Métaillié, see for example *HRUJHV0pWDLOLpµ6RPH+LQWVRQ³6FKRODU*DUGHQV´DQG3ODQWVLQ
7UDGLWLRQDO&KLQD¶Studies in The History of Gardens and Designed Landscapes, 18.3 (1998), 248±56. See also 
WKHµ3ODQWV¶VHFWLRQLQ6WDQLVODXV)XQJµ*XLGHWR6HFRQGDU\6RXUFHVRQ&KLQHVH*DUGHQV¶Studies in the History 
of Gardens & Designed Landscapes, 18.3 (1998), 269±86. 
2
 Valery M Garrett, Heaven Is High, the Emperor Far Away: Merchants and Mandarins in Old Canton (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 76.  
3
 See W. E. Cheong, The Hong Merchants of Canton: Chinese Merchants in Sino-Western Trade, Nordic 
Institute of Asian Studies Monograph Series (Richmond: Curzon, 1997), LXX. 
4
 7RREWDLQDGHHSLQVLJKWLQWRWKHERWK:HVWHUQ&KLQD7UDGHDQG-XQN7UDGHVHH3DXO9DQ'\NH¶VSXEOLFDWLRQV
starting with Paul Arthur Van Dyke, The Canton Trade: Life and Enterprise on the China Coast, 1700-1845 
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The Hong merchants were also responsible for assuaging any incidents between their Western 
guests and locals, which amounted to a quasi-diplomatic role, and often implied mutual 
respect and even friendship. For this reason, Western visitors relied on the Hong merchants to 
allow them access to a number of sites south of Guangzhou. 5 These included a temple in 
Henan and an area of pleasure grounds and plant nurseries in Huadi (Fa-tee) ਰ֪ (see Figure 
1).6 Additionally, the Hong merchants often invited or otherwise allowed Westerners to visit 
their own gardens. Western visitors including traders often purchased what is FDOOHGµ&KLQD
7UDGH DUW¶ VRPH WR EH VROG DQG VRPH DV VRXYHQLUV WR UHPHPEHU WKHLU WLPH LQ *XDQJ]KRX
Among these were Chinese export paintings representing the few sites that they were allowed 
to visit, including the Hong gardens.  
 
As John Bradby Blake wrote in his letters, Western visitors ZHUH ³OLWHUDOO\ LPSULVRQHG´ in 
Guangzhou, living in the narrow Factories (see Figure 1) during the trade season, and then in 
Macao. 7  ,I :HVWHUQ WUDGHUV¶ PRYHPHQWV ZHUH VR OLPLWHG LQFOXGLQJ %ODNH¶V we are left 
wondering where he obtained the plants represented in his painting albums. In his own letters 
Blake wrote that in order to circumvent these rules, he paid Chinese collectors to roam the 
countryside around Guangzhou, and bring him back their findings: Western naturalists often 
used such a tactic during the Canton Trade period.8 Since British naturalists did not have 
much footing at this period in China, Blake must have also relied on his contacts with Jesuits 
to receive plants from Beijing. Yet an analysis of the plants UHSUHVHQWHGLQ%ODNH¶VSDLQWLQJV
reveals a large number of local species9. It is likely that Blake followed the example of 
William Kerr, a collector appointed by Joseph Banks, President of the Royal Society and 
Director of Kew gardens, that gathered specimen from the plant nurseries in Huadi.10  
 
                                                                                                                                                        
(Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2005).  
5
 Holman James Holman, 7UDYHOVLQ&KLQD1HZ=HDODQG1HZ6RXWK:DOHV9DQ'LHPHQ¶V/DQG&DSH+RUQ 
(G. Routledge, 1840), p. 128. 
6
 This map is based on the Plan of the City & suburbs of Canton, drawn by the Quarter Master General's 
Department, dated 31 October 1857, references MAPS.350.85.1 and MAPS.350.85.2 in Cambridge University 
Library, Maps room. 
7
 µ([WUDFWRIOHWWHUIURP-RKQ%UDGE\%ODNH(VT«WRKLVIDWKHU-RKQ%ODNH(VT1RYHPEHU'HFHPEHU¶
Oak Spring Garden Foundation, John Bradby Blake Collection, Plants and Letters, p.38. 
8
 Fa-ti Fan, British Naturalists in Qing China: Science, Empire, and Cultural Encounter  (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2004), p. 27. 
9
 6HH:DQJ+RQJZHQ¶VDUWLFOHLQWKLVHGLWLRQ 
10
 Fan, p. 25.  
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Additionally, there is little doubt that Blake would have needed the help of the Hong 
merchants at some point of his endeavors: they would have either owned or known how to 
obtain the desired plants, or procured the authorization for him to hire local gardeners or 
collectors. When Blake arrived in China for the first time in 1767, he would have been 
assigned to a Hong merchant, although we do not know which one in particular. The most 
prominent Hong merchant during the period of %ODNH¶V VWD\ in Guangzhou was Pan 
Zhencheng 䉣㞦܈ (1714-88) or Pan Khequa I: active since 1750, Pan Khequa I became head 
of the Hong merchants in 1755 and this until his death in 1788.11 Since the Pan family is the 
better GRFXPHQWHGDPRQJWKH+RQJPHUFKDQWVRIWKHSHULRGZHZLOODVVXPHIRUDUJXPHQW¶V
sake that Blake was under their care until his untimely death in 1773.  
 
The Pan owned the oldest trade firm, named the Tongyang Companyգㄌ੧ͫ and were the 
most enduring Hong merchant family: since bankruptcy was common in this line of work, this 
fact reveals the 3DQ¶V impressive business acumen. It is likely that Blake would have been 
invited to a +RQJPHUFKDQW¶Vdinner during his stay in Guangzhou, as part of Sino-Western 
polite exchanges. Among Western descriptions of banquets given by Hong merchants, the Pan 
residence appears the most often: typically the guests would be invited to visit the garden 
before the dinner, and perhaps attend a play or firework show in the garden courtyard after 
eating.12 Blake would also have been able to visLW+RQJPHUFKDQW¶V gardens for leisure, and 
several times a month he would have been allowed to stroll among the nurseries of the Huadi 
area.13 A Chinese export painting WLWOHG³JDUGHQVFHQH´ (Figure 2) and held in the Victoria & 
Albert museum gives a rudimentary idea of the plant displays that Blake would have seen in 
the Huadi nurseries.14  
 
7KH3DQ¶V'RQJ\XDQ garden 
                                                 
11
 W. E. Cheong, The Hong Merchants of Canton: Chinese Merchants in Sino-Western Trade, Nordic Institute of 
Asian Studies Monograph Series (Richmond: Curzon, 1997), p. 82. Paul Arthur Van Dyke, Merchants of Canton 
and Macao: Success and Failure in Eighteenth-Century Chinese Trade (Baltimore, Maryland: Project Muse, 
2016), p. 94. 
12
 May-bo ChLQJµ&KRSVWLFNVRU&XWOHU\"+RZ&DQWRQ+RQJ0HUFKDQWV(QWHUWDLQHG)RUHLJQ*XHVWVLQWKH
(LJKWHHQWKDQG1LQHWHHQWK&HQWXULHV¶LQNarratives of Free Trade: The Commercial Cultures of Early US-
China Relations (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2011), pp. 99±199. 
13
 These rules are notably recorded in William C Hunter, 7KHµ)DQ.ZDH¶DW&DQWRQEHIRUH7UHDW\'D\V-
1844 7DLSHL&K¶HQJ-wen Pub. Co., 1965), p. 29.  
14
 The painting is a watercolour and ink on pith paper made by an unknown painter in Guangzhou, c. 1850-70. 
 4 
Coincidentally, the construction of the Pan properties started approximately in 1770 at 
a time when Blake would have been present in Guangzhou. The first Pan garden was built in 
Huadi: named the Dongyuan, LWZDVEXLOWIRU3DQ.KHTXD,¶VHQMR\PHQWLQKLVROGDJH. Soon 
after the largest Pan property was completed, this time in Henan (See Figure 1). It is unlikely 
that it was ILQLVKHG E\ WKH WLPH RI %ODNH¶V GHDWK in 1773. Composed of an ancestral hall, 
living quarters, and several gardens, the earliest time the Henan property would have been 
finished is around 1776. 15  
 
To determine the appearance of the gardens Blake would have been able to visit, we need to 
combine written and pictorial sources from both Chinese and Western origins. Some of these 
accounts were contemporary or written in the decades after his death. For example, a close 
friend of the Pan by the name of Zhang Weipingڙ৓ى (1780-1859) notably wrote a series 
of poems describing his stay in the Dongyuan. These near-contemporary sources are 
particularly convincing as Zhang Weiping lived in the garden for nine years.16 When Pan 
Youdu䉣߄چ (1755-1820) took over the position of his father after his death in 1788 and 
became Pan Khequa II, his brother Pan Youwei䉣߄О (1744 -1821) retired from official life 
and moved in the Henan residence. Pan Khequa II and his brother Pan Youwei, whom 
Westerners QLFNQDPHG µWKH 6TXLUH¶ DUH WKH PRVW IUHTXHQWO\ QDPHG &KLQHVH LQ :HVWHUQ
QDWXUDOLVWV¶GHVFULSWLRQRISODQWFROOHFWLQJ during the turn of the nineteenth century.17 
 
According to Zhang Weiping, the Dongyuan was sparsely built, but abounded in vegetation. 
In the preface to the Miscellaneous poems on the Dongyuan KHOLVWHGWKHJDUGHQ¶VYHJHWDWLRQ
such as bamboo, lichen and lotus flowers. He moreover enumerated a number of fruits and 
YHJHWDEOHVFXOWLYDWHG IRU WKHKRXVHKROG¶VPHDOV&KLQHVHFDEEDJH WDQJHULQHSRPHORJUHHQ
                                                 
15
 Bo Qin, Bing Li, and Guorong Li, Secret Records of Foreign Trade in Qing Dynasty (Qingchao yangshang 
midang ࢎ߉࡭֌ॢ㸠) (Beijing: Jiu zhou chu ban she, 2010). (p.132) 
16
 *XRGRQJ&KHQµ3DQ<RXGXRU3DQ.KHTXD,,$6XFFHVVIXO+RQJ0HUFKDQW3DQ<RXGX3DQ4LJXDQHUVKL
yiwei chengong de yanghang shangren䉣߄چͧ䉣կؒиЍͨ͹▲ѹۨԅङ࡭੧֌ы¶LQThe Thirteen 
Hongs in Guangzhou (Guangzhou shisanhang cangsangٺٖԝІ੧䀁ࠆ) (Guangdongsheng ditu chubanshe, 
2001), pp. 150±93 (p. 153).  
17
 James Wathen, Journal of a Voyage, in 1811 and 1812, to Madras and China; Returning by the Cape of Good 
Hope and St. Helena; in the H. C. S. the Hope, Capt. James Pendergrass. (London, JNichols, son, and Bentley 
etc, 1814), p. 199. 
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vegetables and fruits. 18  He noted that the garden contained five old Chinese µZDWHU
SLQHV¶( shuisong ࡊߠ ) one of which was hundred years old, with a trunk reaching to the sky. 
Pan Youwei also described WKH JDUGHQ¶V SODQWV VXFK DV lychees trees, a flower nursery, as 
well as kapok and plum trees.19 
 
Although the different plants contained in the Dongyuan would have been interesting to a 
:HVWHUQ QDWXUDOLVW =KDQJ :HLSLQJ¶V DFFRXQWV DUH QRW SDUWLFXODUO\ KHOSIXO WR YLVXDOLVH WKH
JDUGHQ¶VOD\RXW In order gain such a visual understanding, it is helpful to consult a Chinese 
export painting kept in the British Library (Figure 3).20 The gouache was produced around 
1800 and represents a Chinese garden scene. It has been speculated that the garden 
represented is in fact one of the Pan properties, because of a handwritten inscription on the 
borders that reads µ3XDQ.HTXD¶21 Since a Western hand could have added these words at a 
later date, it is uncertain whether this painting represents one of the Pan gardens, and which 
one precisely.  
 
The studios in Guangzhou that specialised in export paintings are well known for producing 
realistic renderings of the successive :HVWHUQ)DFWRULHV¶FLW\VFDSH as they changed in time: 
the precision of these paintings allowed historians to reconstitute the different phases of 
Western residence during the Canton Trade period.22 It is possible that the British Library 
painting is a realistic view of a garden in Guangzhou, although whether it was a contemporary 
garden is uncertain as we know at least of two examples of a similar view painted at later 
periods. Nevertheless, the square pavilion featured in the centre of the painting holds a sign 
WKDWUHDGVDVµ6L[SLQHVNLRVN¶ZKLFKLVUHPLQLVFHQWRIRQHRIWKH3DQ¶VSURSHUWLHVQDPHG the 
                                                 
18
 =KDQJ:HLSLQJ¶VSUHIDFHWRWKHDongyuan zayong (Miscellaneous poems on the Dongyuan)澦Бⴃߒ峪澧
from Zhang Nanshan quanji  &RPSOHWHFROOHFWLRQRI=KDQJ1DQVKDQ¶VZRUNV 澦ڙԧٌҶத澧 in Jianhua 
Chen, Guangzhou dadian (Comprehensive dictionary of Guangzhou) ٺٖםӁ , Guangzhou, Guangzhou 
chubanshe, 2015, pp. 735, booklet 11, ff. 16.16a.   
19
 Pan Youwei, Yongdongyuan ten quatrains (⫊Бⴃԝ্Տ) in Jianhua Chen, Comprehensive Dictionary of 
Guangzhou (ٺٖםӁ), ed. by Chunliang Cao (Guangzhou: Guangzhou chubanshe, 2015), LVI, pp. 457, 
booklet 30. 
20
 The painting is a gouache made by an unknown artist in Guangzhou before 1806, at which date it was 
deposited in the East India Company's Library and Museum. Currently held in the British Library, Visual Art 
collection item, reference Add.Or.2127. 
21
 6HHRQOLQH%ULWLVK/LEUDU\FDWDORJXHIRULWHPµ$GG2U¶ 
22
 See Patrick Conner, The Hongs of Canton: Western Merchants in South China 1700-1900, as Seen in Chinese 
Export Paintings (London: English Art Books, 2009); Paul Arthur Van Dyke and Maria Kar-Wing Mok, Images 
of the Canton Factories, 1760-1822 Reading History in Art (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Univ Press, 2015). 
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µSix Pines Garden¶. According to Wang, it is therefore reasonable to think that the British 
Library export painting was modelled, perhaps loosely, on RQHRI3DQ¶VJDUGHQV23  
 
The composition of the painting is centred on the square kiosk and a walled geometric pond, 
with a side building on the left and walls on the right. Six pine trees and smaller bushes are 
represented directly planted in the soil. The most eye-catching elements in the painting 
however are a collection of potted plants: the latter are either displayed on the fences 
surrounding the pond in the foreground and the canal in the background, or put on purpose-
made supports. The display of numerous potted plants is one of the characteristics of 
*XDQJ]KRXPHUFKDQW¶VJDUGHQVRIWKHSHULRGBoston trader Bryant Tilden described in 1816 
how Pan Khequa II had potted plants displayed in his gardens, that were ³FKDQJHGHYHU\WHQWK
GD\ WRVXLW WKHROGJHQWOHPDQ¶V IDQF\VR WKDWKHKDVDQHZOLWWOHJDUGHQDWSOHDVXUH´24 The 
plants displayed would correspond with the British Library painting: a mix of bright flowers, 
small fruits trees and sweet-smelling species, as well as dwarfed plants or penjing. 
 
7KHSUHYDOHQFHRISRWWHGSODQWVLQ*XDQJ]KRXPHUFKDQWV¶JDUGHQVKDGDGLUHFWLPSDFWRQWKH
endeavours of British naturalists such as John Bradby Blake and his followers. While most of 
the counWULHV WKDW %ULWLVK QDWXUDOLVWV ZHUH VHQW WR µGLVFRYHU¶ QHZ VSHFLHV GLG QRW KDYH D
commercial tradition of plant cultivation, China came with nurseries such as those of Huadi, 
where plants were grown as disposable items of consumption.25 A member of Guangzhou 
elite in want of fresh-cut flowers to ornate his banquet table or ever-blooming plants in his 
garden, only had to have those delivered by boat from the Huadi nurseries and changed at will 
for an hefty price.26  
 
FoUHLJQ QDWXUDOLVWV¶ HIIRUWV ZHUH SUREDEO\ VLPSOLILHG E\ WKH IDFW WKDW LQ *XDQJ]KRX¶V
nurseries, most plants were already conditioned in pots and easily transported. Although as a 
UHVXOWRIWKH&DQWRQ7UDGH¶VUHVWULFWLRQVDWILUVWIRUHLJQQDWXUDOLVWV could only access the pool 
                                                 
23
 6HH³3DLQWLQJRIJDUGHQVDQGPDQVLRQV´S-136 of Volume 3 in Cicheng Wang, Andrew H-B Lo, and 
British Library, Chinese Export Paintings of the Qing Period in The British Library (םਸ਼ⴥ㫮椋ࣔ੗Иⴚࢎї
י挙䠔ত啠) (Chinese and English bilingual edition), 8 volumes (Guangzhou: Guangdong Renmin Chubanshe, 
2011).  
24
 %U\DQW3DUURWW7LOGHQµ%U\DQW37LOGHQ3DSHUV-$OVR7LWOHG³)DWKHU¶V-RXUQDOV´¶S
Peabody Essex Museum Phillips Library.  
25
 Fan, p. 18. 
26
 Walter William Mundy, Canton and the Bogue: The Narrative of an Eventful Six Months in China (London: 
Samuel Tinsley, 1875), pp. 103±5. 
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of plant species grown and appreciated by the local Chinese, this was balanced by the 
inefficiency of plant transportation towards Europe and America. For a time Joseph Banks 
and others struggled to find a system viable enough to guarantee the survival through sea-
travel followed by a successful transplantation of Chinese plants in foreign soil.27 After the 
1820s, the Huadi nurseries progressively lost interest for foreign naturalists as they had 
exhausted the pool of plants available and felt that the Chinese did not introduce enough 
botanical novelties for sale.28 Additionally, if WKHSRWWHGSODQWV¶RULJLQDO conditioning was not 
suitable for surviving a long sea-trip to Europe, they would still have been convenient enough 
for someone like Blake to borrow from a Hong merchant: after all he only needed to bring the 
pots as far as the Factories or Macao for the time it took to finish a painting. 
 
There are multiple anecdotes about the Pan family members demonstrating that they were not 
only active players in the global trade exchanges, but also acting as facilitators for global 
plant exchanges. First of all, Pan Khequa I started his career by trading with Manila and was 
fluent in Spanish: this perhaps explains why, in the plant lists sent to Joseph Banks by 
William Kerr, are mentioned several plants from Manila.29 Records of the British East India 
Company show that one of 3DQ .KHTXD ,¶V sons was posted in Suzhou, a city famed for 
elegant private gardens and with a climate closer to that of Britain: this was an ideal location 
from which to send plants that did not naturally grow in sub-tropical Guangzhou, such as the 
moutan (in Chinese mudan䕅Н), a type of shrubby peony.30 The Duncan brothers who were 
collecting plants for Banks, reported how they obtained knowledge about the moutan¶VQDWXUH
and habits directly from Pan Khequa II. Banks himself received a letter from Pan Khequa II 
accompanying a gift of plants, notably a venerable penjing intended as present for the 
Queen.31  
 
                                                 
27
 6HH-RKQ/LYLQJVWRQHµ2EVHUYDWLRQVRQWKH'LIILFXOWLHV:KLFK+DYH([LVWHGLQWKH7UDQVSRUWDWLRQRI3ODQWV
from China to England, and Suggestions for Obviating Them. In a Letter to the Secretary. By John Livingstone, 
(VTRI0DFDRLQ&KLQD&RUUHVSRQGLQJ0HPEHURIWKH+RUWLFXOWXUDO6RFLHW\¶LQTransactions of the 
Horticultural Society of London (The Society, 1820), pp. 421±29. 
28
 From a letter written by John Reeves, from Clapham, on October 21, 1834. J. ReeveVµ9,,,%LRJUDSK\RI
&RQVHTXD¶7KH*DUGHQHU¶V0DJD]LQHDQG5HJLVWHURI5XUDO	'RPHVWLF,PSURYHPHQW, 1835, 111±12 (p. 112).  
29
 .HZ5R\DO%RWDQLFDO*DUGHQV$UFKLYHV³/HWWHUVIURP:LOOLDP.HUUWRERWK-RVHSK%DQNVDQG:LOOLDP$LWRQ
- around 1804-´IRUH[DPSOH³6HHGVIRU+LV0DMHVW\¶VJDUGHQrd 0DUFK´HQWU\LQGLFDWHV
³0DQLOOD´ 
30
 Fan, p. 34. 
31
 See British Library, add. MS. 33981, folio 261 
 8 
In the United States, Pan Khequa II was also recognised as an important player in global plant 
exchanges. Bryant Tilden noted that Pan Khequa II was made a member of the 
Massachussetts Agricultural society, a position likely honorary but nonetheless noteworthy. In 
1818 he also rHFRUGHGWKDW³>3DQ.KHTXD,,@RIWHQHQTXLUHVDERXWDJULFXOWXUHDQGJDUGHQLQJLQ
America, and is pleased when presented with seeds from other countries, of which I brought 
him a plentiful supply from home´, implying that the plant exchange went both ways.32 In 
another passage, Tilden explains how he brought a number of native American turtles as an 
DGGLWLRQWR3DQ.KHTXD,,¶Vcollection of birds and fishes.33 
 
John Reeves (1774± PHPEHU RI WKH %ULWLVK +RUWLFXOWXUDO 6RFLHW\¶V &KLQHVH
Committee, noted in the 1835 edition of the *DUGHQHU¶V 0DJD]LQH WKDW 3DQ .KHTXD ,,¶V
brother Pan Youwei was WKH ³RQO\ &KLQHVH WKDW SDLG DQ\ GHFLGHG DWWHQWLRQ WR IORZHUV´
Although Reeves implying that the Chinese lacked a serious taste for plants shows bias, his 
assessment of Pan Youwei was credible: 5HHYHVUHSHDWHGO\YLVLWHGWKHµ6TXLUH¶DQGwrote to 
Banks in 1812 that his host owned no less than 2-3000 pots of chrysanthemums.34 
 
The :X¶V FuyinyuanRU+RZTXD¶V garden 
In order to further our understanding of plant displays in Guangzhou, and visualise 
more accurately the appearance of the gardens that Bradby might have witnessed, it is 
possible to analyse the Dongyuan garden at a later point in time after photographic technology 
became available. After Pan Khequa II¶V GHDWK in 1820, the position of head of the Hong 
merchants was assumed by Howqua I or Wu Bingjian♝䰠撳 (1769² 1843) from the Wu 
family. Howqua I might well have been the richest man on earth at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, as he was successful in growing his global assets by lending money to 
Western traders and investing, notably in the United States.35 Despite the mounting Sino-
Western tensions DWWKHWLPH+RZTXD,¶V Western counterparts respected his business talent 
and he developed close friendships with Americans. 36  
 
                                                 
32
 Tilden, pp. 217±19. 
33
 Idem 
34
 DTC, vol 18, ff.193-4. Dawson Turner Copies, Joseph Bank Correspondence, Department of Botany, Natural 
History Museum of London 
35
 An estimation of his fortune at his death in 1843 varied between 15-PLOOLRQGROODUVµ&KLQD¶The Maitland 
Mercury and Hunter River General Advertiser (NSW, 2 March 1844), p. 3. 
36
 R. B Forbes, Personal Reminiscences (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1882), p. 137. 
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The Wu family continued to OLYHRQ+RZTXD,¶V financial assets for a while even after the first 
Opium War (1839-1842) and the GLVVROXWLRQRIWKH+RQJPHUFKDQWV¶PRQRSRO\ in the Treaty 
of Nanjing of 1842.37 After Howqua I¶V GHDWK DQ XQLGHQWLILHG PHPEHU RI WKH :X IDPLO\
bought the Dongyuan from the Pan in 1846 and renamed it Fuyinyuan.38 It is difficult to know 
to which extent the layout of the garden changed after it changed hands from the Pan to the 
Wu. There are multiple Western descriptions of the Fuyinyuan, that often refer to the garden 
DV³+RZTXD¶V´EHFDXVH VRPHRI WKH:XIDPLO\¶VPHPEHUVFRQWLQXHG WRXVH this title with 
Western visitors. 39  Below is an analysis of the multiple descriptions available on the 
Fuyinyuan, in order to contribute towards our understanding of displays of potted plants in the 
Canton Trade period and its aftermath.  
 
We can obtain a precise idea of the species represented in the potted plants thanks to Scottish 
botanist Robert Fortune¶Vdescription of the Fuyinyuan around 1850s:  
³/RRNLQJµULJKWDKHDG¶ as sailors say, there is a long and narrow paved walk lined on 
each side with plants in pots. This view is broken, and apparently lengthened, by means 
of an octagon arch which is thrown across, and beyond that a kind of alcove covers the 
pathway. Running parallel with the walk, and on each side behind the plants, are low 
walls of ornamental brickwork, latticed so that the ponds or small lakes which are on 
each side can be seen. Altogether the octagon arch, the alcove, the pretty ornamental 
flower-pots, and the water on each side, has a striking effect, and is thoroughly Chinese. 
The plants consist of good specimens of southern Chinese things, all well known in 
England, such, for example, as Cymbidium sinense, Olea fragrans, oranges, roses, 
camellias, magnolias, &c., and, of course, a multitude of dwarf trees, without which no 
Chinese garden ZRXOGEHFRQVLGHUHGFRPSOHWH´40 
 
Not only does Fortune confirm that in his view the potted plants as a key element of the 
Fuyinyuan, he also indicates that by the 1850s, none of the plants contained in the garden 
ZHUHQHZLQD%ULWLVKERWDQLVW¶VH\H)RUWXQH¶VGHVFULSWLRQLVWREHSXWLQLWVFRQWH[WDIWHUWKH
two Opium Wars and a series of treaties, foreigners had forcefully obtained much greater 
                                                 
37
 Wong, p. 6. 
38
 Ren, pp. 47±48. 
39
 See for example John Henry Gray, Walks in the City of Canton ... with an Itinerary (Hong Kong: De Souza, 
1997), p. 651. 
40
 Robert Fortune, A Residence among the Chinese, Inland, on the Coast, and at Sea Being a Narrative of Scenes 
and Adventures during a Third Visit to China, from 1853 to 1856: Including Notices of Many Natural 
3URGXFWLRQVDQG:RUNVRI$UWWKH&XOWXUHRI6LON	Fࣟ:LWK6XJJHVWLRQVRQthe Present War (London: John 
Murray, 1857), pp. 215±17. 
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freedom to visit WKH&KLQHVHWHUULWRU\LQFOXGLQJ*XDQJ]KRX¶Vsights. This is the reason why 
WKHUH DUH QR ODFN RI :HVWHUQ ZULWWHQ DQG SLFWRULDO VRXUFHV RQ +RZTXD¶V JDUGHQ after the 
1840s, most of them mentioning potted plants and the low fences that served to display them. 
For example, during her visit of 1847, Ida Pfeiffer mentioned potted flowers on terraces and 
OLQLQJ ZDONV DW RQH RI +RZTXD¶V SURSHUWLHV 41  Henry Taylor whose visit of the garden 
followed closely tKDW RI 3IHLIIHU QRWHG WKDW ³Many of the flowers and shrubs are very 
beautiful. They are placed about in different parts of the garden, in odd-looking, yet 
handsome and costly flower-pots, and on stands and tables in the summer-houses and 
temples.´42   
 
The most colourful pictorial representation of the Fuyinyuan is probably a gouache on paper 
kept in the Peabody Essex Museum of Salem (Figure 4). This Chinese export painting is titled 
³+RZTXD¶V JDUGHQ´ and was made by Chinese painter Tingqua (1809-1870c.) in the mid-
nineteenth century.43 On the foreground stands a large tree accompanied by potted flowers, 
near the bank of a geometrical bricked pond. In the background on the left is represented a 
water-based kiosk, whose banisters are adorned with more potted flowers. The pond is 
crossed by a walkway or promenade punctuated by a µFRYHUHG¶ bridge. A low brick and 
ceramic banister UXQVWKURXJKWKHSURPHQDGH¶VOHQJWKIHDWXULQJDQRWKHUVHWRISRWWHGIORZHUV. 
A photograph taken by Felice Beato in 1860, appears to be the same garden seen from a 
different angle (Figure 5).44 The great similarity between Figure 4 and 5 suggests that the 
Chinese export painting indeed provided a rather accurate view of the garden, and both 
images show that the Fuyinyuan contained a large amount of potted flowers in the 1850-60s. 
45
 
 
                                                 
41
 Ida Pfeiffer, $:RPDQ¶V-RXUQH\5RXQGWKH:RUOGIURP9LHQQDWR%UD]LO&KLOL7DKLWL&KLQD+LQGRVWDQ
Persia, and Asia Minor (London: Office of the National Illustrated Library, 1852), pp. 110±12. 
42
 Charles Taylor, Five Years in China: With Some Account of the Great Rebellion and a Description of St. 
Helena (Derby & Jackson, 1860), p. 65. 
43
 7LQJTXD¶V&KLQHVHQDPHZDV*XDQ/LDQFKDQJ Ҽ৻㨟 and he was especially active in the 1840-50s: Carl L 
Crossman, The Decorative Arts of the China Trade: Paintings, Furnishings and Exotic Curiosities, 1991, pp. 
192±95. 
44
 )HOLFH%HDWR¶VDOEXPHQSULQWLVWLWOHG ³+RZTXD¶VJDUGHQV&DQWRQ´7KHGLJLWDOLPDJHLVFRXUWesy of the 
Getty's Open Content Program. 
45
 )RUDQH[SODQDWLRQUHJDUGLQJWKHDWWULEXWLRQRIWKH3HDERG\(VVH[0XVHXPSDLQWLQJDQG)HOLFH%HDWR¶V
SKRWRJUDSKDVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIWKH)X\LQ\XDQDQGQRWDQRWKHURI+RZTXD¶VJDUGHQVHHKHUH-RVHSKD5LFKDUG
µ8ncovering the Garden of the Richest Man on Earth in Nineteenth-&HQWXU\&DQWRQ+RZTXD¶V*DUGHQLQ
+RQDP&KLQD¶Garden History, 43.2 (2015), 168±81.  
 11 
A series of photographs kept in Royal Museum of British Columbia and taken in 1858 by 
John Frederick Crease helps understand the use of potted flowers in the Fuyinyuan.46 Put side 
to side, the Crease photographs almost constitute a complete µSDQRUDPD¶ of the garden: the 
reconstitution of the gDUGHQ¶V OD\RXW ZLOO EH WKH REMHFW RI a future publication. Among the 
Crease pictures, of greatest interest for this paper is one particular view of the promenade 
crossing the )X\LQ\XDQ¶V pond (Figure 6). The short µVFUHHQ¶ wall pierced by an octagonal 
door that appears sideways LQ %HDWR¶s photograph (Figure 5) is here shown frontally in 
&UHDVH¶VSLFWXUH (Figure 6), with the covered bridge in the background. On each side of the 
screen wall are the banisters covered in potted flowers, completed by another set of pots on 
ceramic holders. The plants are so numerous as to occupy most of the frame, hiding almost 
completely the water-based kiosk in the background on the right side: this composition 
FRUUHVSRQGVSHUIHFWO\ZLWK)RUWXQH¶VZULWWHQGHVFULSWLRQTXRWHGDERYH 
 
The vegetal profusion displayed in the Fuyinyuan was also captured in a stereograph taken by 
Pierre Joseph Rossier around 1859 (Figure 7).47 One of the most interesting features of this 
view is a trained plant on the right side that has been shaped like a deer. It is not a coincidence 
if %HDWR &UHDVH DQG 5RVVLHU¶V SKRWRJUDSKV ZHUH DOO WDNHQ DURXQG WKH same time: it 
corresponds with the Second Opium War or Arrow War (1856-1860), during which 
Guangzhou was occupied. From the letter accompanying the Crease photographs, we know 
that soldiers visited or possibly occupied the Fuyinyuan, which explains the number of 
photographs taken in the garden.48  
 
Contextualising the use of potted flowers in 18-19th century Guangzhou gardens 
Analysing the gardens of the Pan and Wu families shows the importance of potted flowers as 
gardening characteristic in 18-19th century Guangzhou. The love for potted flowers was of 
course not reserved to the Hong merchants. Mrs Gray, who lived with her husband in 
Guangzhou in the 1880s, observed these gardening habits and declared that: 
³,Q WKHILUVWSODFH WKH&KLQHVHGRQRWJURZWKHLr flowers in beds, nor let them spread 
from one to the other as we do. They grow all their flowers in pots. Rows of them line 
the paths in these gardens, and I have seen lovely shows of them, including roses, 
                                                 
46
 7KHSKRWRJUDSKUHSURGXFHGKHUHLVIRXQGXQGHUUHIHUHQFH+3RWKHUSKRWRJUDSKVRI+RZTXD¶VJDUGHQ
in the same series are found under HP078416, HP078419, HP078420, HP078453. 
47
 7KLVVWHUHRJUDSKLVNHSWLQWKH5LMVNPXVHXPDQGZDVSDUWRIDVHULHVWDNHQE\5RVVLHULQ+RZTXD¶VJDUGHQ
Some of the other Rossier stereographs are notably kept in the Getty Research Institute. 
48
 -RKQ)UHGHULFN&UHDVHµ/HWWHU'DWHG1RYHPEHULQ06-%R[)LOH¶5R\DO%ULWLVK
Columbia Museum, 1858). 
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cockscombs, camellias, magnolias, chrysanthema, rhododendrons, balsams, azaleas, the 
QDUFLVVXVORWXVHWF´49 
 
Perhaps she had the opportunity to visit the Fuyinyuan during her stay: her description 
matches well with an anonymous view of the Fuyinyuan kept in the Rijksmuseum, where all 
the pots are lined on makeshift benches (Figure 9).50 Yet the extract above shows that Mrs 
Gray extrapolated the botanical skill of the whole Chinese nation from observations solely 
based on Guangzhou gardening characteristics. 
 
Unlike most of her contemporary Western residents of Shamian Island ± a foreign concession 
from 1859-1943 ± Mrs Gray was keenly interested in all aspects of Chinese life in 
Guangzhou.51 She notably recorded her garden visits accompanied by her husband Mr Gray 
and DPDQVKHQDPHVµ+RZTXD¶, certainly one of :X%LQJMLDQ¶VGHVFHQGDQWV.52 At a similar 
period, we know that paintings loosely based on the Fuyinyuan were used as a background for 
studio photography (Figure 8). We presume from this shot and others kept in Basel Mission 
archives that +RZTXD¶VJDUGHQwas an appealing setting for the local Chinese; moreover the 
woman in this photograph poses near genuine potted flowers.53  
 
In terms of layout the gardens of the Pan and Wu families did not correspond to the latest 
fashion in scholar or imperial gardens near the capital or the Jiangnan region. As Craig Clunas 
explained in his book Fruitful Sites, there was a shift mid-17th century from a productive 
centred garden to a more aestheticized one among scholars, to differentiate themselves from 
upstart merchants building gardens.54 This meant fewer vegetation of greater rarity and a 
greater prevalence of strangely shaped rocks: WKH ODWWHU¶V function was close to that of 
sculptures in Western landscape tradition. Outside of the capital and Jiangnan region, gardens 
with geometric walled ponds and an abundance of vegetation were still being built. Yet the 
mercantile commodification of vegetation was GHHPHG µYXOJDU¶ E\ 0LQJ -LDQJQDQ VFKRODU
                                                 
49
 John Henry Gray Mrs, Fourteen Months in Canton (London: Macmillan, 1880), p. 392, University of 
Cambridge. 
50
 This SKRWRJUDSKFRQIXVLQJO\WLWOHG³&DQWRQ-Chinese summer House of Cha-IDR´RIXQNQRZQSDLQWHUDQG
date, was probably made after 1860. Kept under reference RP-F-F02380 in the Rijksmuseum. 
51
 Dictionary of Guangzhou 
52
 John Henry Gray Mrs, pp. 156±59.  
53
 This alEXPHQWLWOHG³&KLQHVHZRPDQLQ3XQWLFRVWXPH´E\DQXQNQRZQVWXGLRLVHVWLPDWHGFLUFD-1903 
and kept under reference A-30.12.007 in the Basel Mission Archive. It was also reproduced on a postcard by Mr 
6WHUQEHUJRI+RQJ.RQJXQGHUWKHWLWOH³$&KLQHVH KLJKFODVV/DG\´ 
54
 Craig Clunas, Fruitful Sites: Garden Culture in Ming Dynasty China (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996). 
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Wen Zhenhengކ஭х (1585-1645), in his Treatise on Superfluous Things ± an influential 
publication that would have still prevailed in scholarV¶ minds during the Canton Trade 
period.55  
 
Perhaps the Pan and Wu families had reached a compromise between taking advantage of 
their trading networks to obtain and produce plants en masse and their thirst for social 
acceptance among the elite literati circles. Their efforts to reach a higher social status 
involved the sponsoring of local temples, and inviting local scholars to gatherings in their 
gardens. The aesthetic appeal they might have found in a profusion of colourful potted plants 
can be understood by examining a Chinese export painting WLWOHG³$JDUGHQVFHQH´DQG held 
in the Hong Kong Museum of Art (Figure 10).56 The pots of various flowers seem to be the 
main focus of the painting: pots are found lined in the foreground, and on banisters or on 
individual stands in the background. 
 
Both merchants invested in their children¶VHGXFDWLRQ to pass official examinations, and as a 
result both families included members deeply interested in collecting paintings, poetry and 
art. 3DQ .KHTXD ,¶V numerous descendants wrote countless anthologies of poems, usually 
named after their own gardens.57 Howqua I¶VVRQ:X Chongyao ♝㉪㫖 (1810-1863) notably 
procured the funding and collaborating in compiling three anthologies of local texts. 58 
According to Stephen Miles, this corresponds to a general drive in early 19th century 
Guangzhou resident scholars to research the local history and culture.59 One of the most 
relevant aspects of this drive was that numerous laudatory poems written or compiled on local 
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 Zhenheng Wen, Treatise on Superfluous Things (Zhangwuzhi ୸࣒ں ) (Zhonggu: Nanhai wu shi, 1874). 
2:41, as cited by Yuen Lai WinniH&KDQµ1LQHWHHQWK&HQWXU\&DQWRQ*DUGHQDQGWKH(DVW-:HVW3ODQW7UDGH¶LQ
Qing Encounters: Artistic Exchanges between China and the West, Issues & Debates (Los Angeles, California: 
Getty Research Institute, 2015), pp. 111±23 (p. 117).  
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 The gouache on SDSHUWLWOHG³$JDUGHQVFHQH´GRHVQRWFRUUHVSRQGDVIDUDV,NQRZWRDVSHFLILFJDUGHQ
Attributed to Guan Lianchang (Tingqua), mid-nineteenth century, is held under reference AH1980.0005.042 in 
the Hong Kong Museum of Art. 
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¶LQThe thirteen hongs in Guangzhou (Guangzhou shisanhang cangsang ٺٖԝІ੧䀁ࠆ) (Guangzhou: 
Guangdongsheng ditu chubanshe, 2001), pp. 129±44 (pp. 131±34). 
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 Steven Miles, The Sea of Learning: Mobility and Identity in Nineteenth-Century Guangzhou (Cambridge, 
0DVV3XEOLVKHGE\WKH+DUYDUG8QLYHUVLW\$VLD&HQWHU(?'LVWULEXWHGE\+DUYDUG8QLYHUVLW\3UHVV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149±52. 
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 6WHYHQ%0LOHVµ5HZULWLQJWKH6RXWKern Han (917-971): The Production of Local Culture in Nineteenth-
&HQWXU\*XDQJ]KRX¶Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 62.1 (2002), 39±75 (p. 40). 
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flora or fauna. TKLVORFDOWUHDVXUHGLGQRWHVFDSH-RKQ%UDGE\%ODNH¶VREVHUYDWLRQWhe plants 
represented in his albums are mostly local species, such as litchis from Guangdong province. 
 
Conclusion 
-RKQ%UDGE\%ODNH¶Vpainting endeavour took place in the context of the early period of the 
Canton Trade. At that time, foreign naturalists had not yet exhausted the plants available in 
Guangzhou, whether originated locally or obtained via WKH +RQJ PHUFKDQWV¶ QHWZRUNV +LV
letters reveal that Blake relied on a number of Chinese people to gather the plants represented 
in his paintings, and also grew some of those plants in a garden in Macao. Unwittingly, he 
must have witnessed one of the most interesting of Guangzhou gardening characteristics at 
the time: favouring the display and rotation of numerous potted plants. Many of the plants 
Blake painted were local species, an interest that corresponds with that of Guangzhou¶V 
residing scholars of the time engaged in writing poetry on local flora. 
 
AOWKRXJK WKH &DQWRQ 6\VWHP UHGXFHG IRUHLJQHUV¶ PRYHPHQWV LQ &KLQD WKH fact that 
individuals such as John Bradby Blake and other botanist enthusiast came into contact with 
the Hong merchants instead was pUREDEO\ IRUWXQDWH 7KH +RQJ PHUFKDQWV¶ PRWLYHV IRU
collecting plants were not so different from those of their Western associates. Foremost was a 
desire to acquire a status symbol ± Chinese literati that were at the top of social hierarchy in 
China frequently kept gardens with rare flowers, and the Hong merchants wanted to attain 
such social circles. More rarely, it could be a personal hobby such as was the case with Pan 
Youwei. For the Western plant enthusiasts and collectors, finding a new species and bringing 
it home carried significant prestige, sometimes accompanied by a substantial monetary gain.60  
 
The Hong merchants had access to a large network of contacts to obtain plants, whether inside 
China or internationally, for example in Manila. Contrarily to scholar or imperial gardens the 
+RQJ PHUFKDQWV¶ pleasure grounds and Guangzhou nurseries contained plenty of plants to 
buy, ready to be carried in pots. Especially when contrasted with the cold reception of 
Western embassies under the Canton System, the Hong merchants also had an unusual 
willingness to exchange with Western visitors, discuss the habits of plants to the best of their 
abilities, and facilitate the hiring of local gardeners.61 One of the merits of exploring the 
                                                 
60
 Fan, p. 19. 
61
 See for example the accounts of Macartney and Amherst embassies: George Staunton, An Authentic Account 
of an Embassy from the King of Great Britain to the Emperor of China; Including Cursory Observations Made, 
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paintings of John Bradby Blake in the collection of the Oak Spring Garden Foundation is to 
VKHG OLJKWRQ WKHQHJOHFWHG WRSLFRISODQWV LQ&KLQHVH JDUGHQKLVWRU\ %ODNH¶VK\EULG6LQR-
British botanical representations also become an introduction to the Chinese side of global 
natural history. 
 
                                                                                                                                                        
and Information Obtained in Travelling through That Ancient Empire, and a Small Port of Chinese Tartary. 
Together with a Relation of the 9R\DJH8QGHUWDNHQRQWKH2FFDVLRQE\+LV0DMHVW\¶V6KLSWKH/LRQDQGWKH
6KLS+LQGRVWDQLQWKH(DVW,QGLD&RPSDQ\¶V6HUYLFHWRWKH<HOORZ6HDDQG*XOIRI3HNLQDV:HOODVRI7KHLU
Return to Europe. (London: G. Nicol, 1797). Henry Ellis, Journal of the Proceedings of the Late Embassy to 
&KLQD« (London: Printed for John Murray, 1817). 
